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Introduction

Luxembourg, nestled at the crossroads of Western Europe, is a nation whose historical
significance far exceeds its diminutive size. From its earliest days, the land that is now
Luxembourg has been indeed a passageway—not only for armies and traders but also
for ideas, cultures, and the ambitions of empires. Though often overshadowed by its
larger neighbors, Luxembourg’s history is a fascinating narrative of resilience,
adaptation, and quiet determination.

The story of Luxembourg begins in the mists of prehistory, shaped by the slow

passage of glacial epochs and the first human settlements. The movement of Celtic
tribes, followed by the civilizing sweep of the Roman legions, set the foundations for
what would become a unique crossroads between Germanic and Latin Europe. Over
millennia, Luxembourg’s inhabitants adopted, blended, and sometimes resisted the
influences that swept across their land, laying the groundwork for a distinct identity.

It was the Middle Ages, however, that saw Luxembourg emerge from obscurity. From
the legendary acquisition of the rocky promontory overlooking the Alzette River by
Siegfried in 963, the small fortress town steadily grew in size and influence. The rise of
the House of Luxembourg brought the region to European prominence—producing
kings, emperors, and legendary warriors who played decisive roles on the continent’s
grand stage. Yet even at its zenith, the fate of Luxembourg was often entwined with
greater powers: the Burgundians, the Habsburgs, and the French, who vied for control
of its strategic fortress and fertile lands.

Amid cycles of war and foreign dominion, the people of Luxembourg tenaciously
maintained their language, traditions, and local institutions. The upheavals of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries—industrial revolutions, world wars, and the
redrawing of European borders—pushed Luxembourg to the very brink of survival and
forced its leaders to make bold choices. By embracing neutrality, innovation, and
European cooperation, Luxembourg has navigated some of modern history’s greatest
crises while forging a sense of nationhood all its own.

Today, Luxembourg is celebrated as a model of prosperity, stability, and
internationalism. Its multilingual, multicultural society and its vital role at the heart of
the European project stand as a testament to the advantages of adaptation and
openness. Yet the nation’s present-day success is inseparable from the trials,
tribulations, and triumphs that mark its long history.

This book seeks to tell Luxembourg’s story in all its complexity—from ancient
beginnings among the forests and rivers, through the struggles of dukes and
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industrialists, to the modern complexities of finance and European integration. In
doing so, it pays tribute to the singular spirit of a people who have continually
redefined themselves while holding fast to their sense of place. Through the chapters
ahead, the reader is invited to journey alongside Luxembourg—from fortress to Grand
Duchy, through occupation and prosperity, into the vibrant state of today.
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CHAPTER ONE: Ancient Landscapes: Prehistoric
Luxembourg

Before castles, counts, or even cobbled streets, the land now known as Luxembourg
was a canvas shaped by geological forces and the slow, inexorable march of time.
Imagine a primeval landscape, vast and untamed, where the Alzette and Sauer rivers
carved their winding paths through dense forests and across rolling plateaus. This was
the stage upon which the earliest acts of human history in the region unfolded, long
before any formal record-keeping began. The story of Luxembourg, like that of many
European nations, stretches back into the dim recesses of prehistory, offering
tantalizing glimpses of a world vastly different from our own.

The very bedrock of Luxembourg tells a tale millions of years in the making. The north
of the country, part of the Ardennes massif, is characterized by ancient, weathered
rocks, hinting at mountain ranges long since eroded. To the south, the Gutland, or
"good land," boasts younger sedimentary rocks, fertile and relatively flat—a stark
contrast that would prove significant for later agricultural development. These
geological distinctions influenced everything from early settlement patterns to the
types of resources available to the first inhabitants. The deep valleys and dramatic
escarpments, so characteristic of Luxembourg’s modern scenery, were sculpted over
eons by glaciers and rivers, providing both natural defenses and challenging terrain
for early human endeavors.

The earliest confirmed evidence of human presence in what is now Luxembourg dates
back to the Paleolithic era, a period spanning hundreds of thousands of years. While
archaeological finds are sporadic, they paint a picture of nomadic hunter-gatherer
groups following herds of animals, utilizing flint tools for survival. These were hardy
people, adept at navigating harsh, ice-age environments, leaving behind only
fragmentary traces of their existence. A few scattered stone tools and workshop sites
suggest temporary encampments, perhaps seasonal hunting grounds rather than
permanent residences. The sheer scale of time involved in the Paleolithic era makes
definitive statements challenging, but it's clear that humans, even then, recognized
the potential of this particular patch of land.

As the last Ice Age receded and the climate warmed, ushering in the Mesolithic period,
human activity in the region became slightly more discernible. Forests grew denser,
and the megafauna of the Ice Age gave way to animals more familiar today. Mesolithic
communities, while still largely nomadic, likely developed more sophisticated hunting
techniques and exploited a wider range of plant resources. Their tools, often smaller
and more refined, reflect an increasing adaptation to forest environments. It was a
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time of transition, a slow evolution from the primal struggle for existence to a slightly
more settled way of life, though true sedentism was still centuries away.

The real shift came with the Neolithic Revolution, approximately 7,000 to 5,000 years
ago, when communities across Europe began to experiment with agriculture and
animal husbandry. In Luxembourg, this period saw the emergence of settled farming
villages. People no longer simply hunted and gathered; they cleared land, planted
crops, and domesticated livestock. This fundamental change in lifestyle led to more
permanent structures, the development of pottery for storage and cooking, and a
greater emphasis on communal living. Archaeological digs have unearthed evidence of
these early farming communities, revealing the foundations of dwellings and
rudimentary tools associated with cultivation. The fertile lands of the Gutland, in
particular, would have been attractive to these burgeoning agricultural societies.

The Bronze Age, roughly from 2000 BCE to 800 BCE, brought new technologies and a
deepening social complexity to the region. The mastery of metallurgy, initially bronze,
revolutionized tool-making and weaponry. While Luxembourg itself lacks significant
copper and tin deposits, it lay on important trade routes, facilitating the import of
these precious metals. This era likely saw the emergence of more hierarchical
societies, with specialized craftspeople and perhaps even early forms of local
leadership. Burial mounds, often containing valuable grave goods, are characteristic
archaeological features of the Bronze Age, suggesting a concern for the afterlife and a
clear social stratification. These elaborate burials offer precious insights into the
beliefs and customs of the people who inhabited the land millennia ago.

Following the Bronze Age, the Iron Age, beginning around 800 BCE, marked another
significant technological leap. Iron, a more abundant and durable metal, replaced
bronze as the material of choice for tools and weapons, leading to further agricultural
advancements and military capabilities. It was during this period that Celtic tribes,
migrating across Europe, established a dominant presence in the region. Among
these, the Treveri emerged as the most prominent, eventually forming a powerful
tribal confederation whose territory encompassed much of modern-day Luxembourg,
parts of present-day Belgium, and western Germany.

The Treveri were not just a collection of scattered tribes; they were a sophisticated
society with a distinct culture, language, and economic system. They were skilled
farmers, metalworkers, and traders, establishing a network of contacts throughout
Gaul and beyond. Their most notable settlement in the Luxembourgish territory was
the oppidum at Titelberg, a massive fortified hilltop town near Pétange. This
impressive site served as a major political, economic, and cultural hub for the Treveri.
Imagine a bustling Iron Age town, protected by formidable ramparts, where merchants
haggled over goods, artisans crafted intricate metalwork, and tribal leaders held court.
Titelberg's strategic location, overlooking important trade routes, undoubtedly
contributed to its prominence and wealth.
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The oppidum at Titelberg, excavated extensively by archaeologists, offers a window
into Treverian daily life. Evidence suggests a well-organized community with defined
residential areas, workshops for metalworking and pottery, and possibly even religious
sites. The Treveri minted their own coins, a clear sign of their economic sophistication
and political autonomy. These coins, often adorned with stylized images of horses or
abstract designs, are invaluable artifacts, helping historians reconstruct trade
networks and political alliances. The society was likely structured around powerful
aristocratic families, with a warrior class and a broader agricultural population.

Beyond Titelberg, numerous smaller Treverian settlements dotted the landscape,
connected by a network of paths and rudimentary roads. Life for the average Treveri
farmer would have revolved around the agricultural cycle, cultivating cereals, raising
livestock, and maintaining their homesteads. While they were a martial people, their
existence was not solely defined by conflict. Feasting, storytelling, and religious
rituals, often conducted in sacred groves or at natural springs, would have formed
integral parts of their cultural fabric. Their rich oral traditions, though lost to us, would
have recounted myths, legends, and the deeds of their ancestors.

The legacy of the Treveri is particularly significant because it was their encounter with
a rising imperial power that would fundamentally alter the trajectory of the region. As
the Roman Republic expanded its influence northward, it inevitably clashed with the
independent Celtic tribes of Gaul. The Treveri, with their strategic location and
formidable resources, were destined to play a role in this unfolding drama. The stage
was set for the arrival of the legions, a turning point that would irrevocably weave the
land of Luxembourg into the vast tapestry of the Roman Empire, marking the end of
its purely prehistoric existence and the dawn of a new, documented era.
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